The Courage That is Born of Fear

	At a time when the world feels like a scary place, I feel called to speak to you this morning about fear. Over and over again in the Torah, we are told not to be afraid. God commands us when we’re standing at the shore of the Reed Sea, when Pharaoh’s army is approaching: Al-tira’u “Do not fear.” (Ex. 14:13) In the Torah passage we read on Rosh Hashanah morning, an angel of God tells Hagar: Al tir’i, “Don’t be afraid” (Gen 21:17). In our Tanakh, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Ruth, David, Daniel, and Isaiah are all told not to fear. In fact, the phrase “do not fear” appears so often in Torah, that Maimonides counts it as one of the 613 mitzvot.
The Jewish people is commanded repeatedly not to be afraid. And how has that been going for us?!? From the perspective of this past year, I would argue, not so well. I know that you don’t need me to recite the litany of reasons: Terror; antisemitism; war; hostages; political division. Indeed, we call these days the Yamim Nora’im—literally, Days of Fear—which seems an apt characterization of the year that has just ended.
And we know that it does not feel good to be afraid, anxious, and stressed. Think about a time you narrowly avoided a car accident: Stress hormones are released throughout our body, our heart rate increases, our blood pressure goes up, our breathing gets quicker, our blood moves away from the heart toward the extremities so that we can run or fight, our muscles tighten and contract, and our digestive system shuts down. This physiological response is unpleasant and unhealthy if it occurs chronically, and usually unnecessary. Real fear can leave us feeling paralyzed.
Perhaps the most problematic aspect of fear is that it circumvents the cerebral cortex, where conscious thought occurs, and stress hormones suppress concentration, inhibition, and rational thought. Which means that when we’re afraid, we’re more likely to act without thinking, and when our cerebral cortex catches up, our capacity for high level cognition is suppressed.
And that’s why fear is confusing and can lead us away from wisdom. Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, one of the greatest rabbis of the 20th century, admitted: “I know that when I am perplexed, that my fears are irrational and incoherent. At times, I am given over to panic; I am afraid of death. At other times, I am horrified by the thought of becoming, God forbid, incapacitated during my lifetime. . . I don’t know what to fear, what not to fear; I am utterly confused and ignorant.” This from one of the giants of 20th Century Jewish life. 
We have an ancestral memory of what collective fear looks like and how easily it can lead us astray. We learn about this phenomenon in the earliest days of the Israelite nation—literally days after they had witnessed the miracles of being released from bondage in Egypt and receiving the Torah at Mt. Sinai. The Torah tells us that Moses is away from the people for 40 days, and in his absence, the Israelites panic. The Torah teaches: “When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they gathered against Aaron and said to him, ‘Come, make us a god who shall go before us, for that fellow Moses—the man who brought us from the land of Egypt—we do not know what has happened to him.’ ” 
So they immediately get to work. Aaron tells the Israelites to take off their gold—the rings on the ears of their wives and daughters. They melt down their jewelry and they make for themselves a golden calf. They make offerings to it. They dance before it. And they cry out before the idol they have made: “This is your god, O Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt.” 
Think about that for a moment: they looked at a statue, which they knew they had just made with their own hands, and the people gave it credit for an otherworldly miracle. And not one that happened to others, but one that they themselves had experienced firsthand. At the very least, they had to know that this golden calf had not brought the plagues in Egypt; had not caused the Sea to part, had not uttered the words of Revelation at Sinai. So, the question is why? Why did they worship a cow made of their own hands?
It's because they were scared, and they had not yet developed the capacity for courage to confront their fears. It’s one thing to dream about freedom from the confines of servitude. But that is not the same as waking up inside a totally new paradigm. That is not the same as being asked to leave behind everything about the world they had ever known—to become free—with all of the immense privileges, and with all of the terrifying responsibilities—that freedom comes with. Why did they build the calf? Because freedom is so very, very hard. And it takes real courage to be free.
We, too, are living at a time of an entirely new paradigm; one in which we are experiencing  fear and anxiety about our place as Jews in this country—and in which our shared sense of Israel’s security in its own land—has come been upended. Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, a Hasidic master who taught and died in the Warsaw ghetto during the Second World War teaches: “When we feel fear and anxiety, we are blocked emotionally. Our minds and our hearts become constricted; we cannot fathom thoughts that transcend our physical needs and perceptions. This is especially true when we are anxious. Anxiety is not the same as despair or broken-heartedness—anxiety is itself a kind of obstacle.”
On this day of Yom Kippur, we acknowledge that it is scary out there, and that we have reason to be afraid. But we are also here to gain strength from each other so that we have the capacity to act. On this Yom Kippur day, we come to knock away the thick layer of fear so that our hearts will be alive again. To be able to hear again the voice that speaks through us. For God is calling us through the still small voice of our hearts. And if we can hear that voice, then we must take the next step—and we must act in order to merit the gift of freedom.
Dara Horn has written: “Since ancient times, in every place they have ever lived, Jews have represented the frightening prospect of freedom. As long as Jews existed in any society, there was evidence that, in fact, it was not necessary to believe what everyone else believed, that those who disagreed with their neighbors could survive and even flourish against all odds. The Jews’ continued distinctiveness, despite overwhelming pressure to become like everyone else, demonstrated their enormous effort to cultivate that freedom: devotion to law and story, deep literacy, and an absolute obsessiveness about transmitting those values between generations. The existence of Jews in any society is a reminder that freedom is possible, but only with responsibility—and that freedom without responsibility is no freedom at all.” 
We American Jews may have thought that our freedom was simply a birthright—not something that had to be earned. But the things we took for granted—that America would remain exceptional (not just for us but in the world); and that Americans would understand this nation represents ideals that are worth fighting for—these are no longer certainties. And that truth has been a painful and difficult one to confront. 
Here is just one example from the past year: A teenager in a Northern California high school who wears a kippah to school was asked about his experiences after October 7th. Here is how he described daily life: Walking down the halls kids would shout “Free Palestine” at him. They would make the sound of explosions, as if he were personally responsible for the bombardment of Gaza. They would tell him to pick up pennies. As he was walking into the gym to use one of the basketball courts, a kid told him: “There goes the Jew, taking everyone’s land.” When asked if he had ever told any of this to an administrator, he responded: “Nothing would change.”
For most of us, the deeper confrontation with fear began six years ago in 2018 with the murder of eleven worshippers in Pittsburgh’s Tree of Life synagogue—the worst massacre in American Jewish history. Synagogues became the only houses of worship in this country requiring round-the-clock security. Still, nothing quite prepared American Jews for the post-October 7th shift—in effect, what we might call the Europeanization of American Jewish life.
The Israeli author and journalist Yossi Klein Halevi has written that in his recent travels through North American Jewish communities, he has encountered a level of fear that he has never before experienced. He writes: “Some [American Jews] told me that they wondered whether there was a future in the diaspora for Jewish life. Some even evoked Germany of the 1920’s. ‘Now I know what my grandparents were trying to warn me about,’” a friend said. He writes: “I suspect that North American Jews who compare their situation to pre-Holocaust Europe know the analogy is absurd; rather, it is a way of reaching into their darkest experience as a way of signaling the shock of this new reality.” 
So what is being asked of us now—in this moment of history? At this time of fear? What is being asked of us is courage. Courage that acknowledges our fear but allows us to act in spite of that which makes us afraid.
Our Torah provides us with two role models for how to do this, namely, the Israelite midwives Shifra and Puah, who refused Pharaoh’s order to murder all of the Israelite boys. The edict they defied had been delivered by the most powerful man in the world in his day. The consequence of disobeying would be grim. We can imagine their terror. But, the Torah teaches, “the midwives, fearing God, did not do as the king of Egypt had told them. They let the boys live.”
What was this fear of God that could enable the midwives to be so brave? The Hasidic commentary Mei ha-Shiloach says, “when one fears a person, one cannot remain calm…. However, fear and awe of heaven brings calm to the soul….” 
Rabbi Brad Artson teaches: “Yirat Shamayim, [fear of heaven] is the beginning of an inner liberation from the tyranny of human opinion and coercion… the pressures of conformity or social consensus. “For the Hebrew midwives, fear of God was a way of seeing Pharaoh for who he was – simply another human being seeking to silence his own fear and fragility by bullying the weak. It was their awe and wonder at God’s [presence] that imbued these women with clarity about their own real greatness: the opportunity to shine God’s light in a murky and hurting world.”
Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik taught that on Yom Kippur, that what we ought to pray for most of all is to fear God. Because if we come to fear God, the Holy One will uproot all of the other fears that plague us. Those fears are beautifully articulated in the Shema Koleinu prayer in which we ask God to save us from our deepest fears: fears of failure, poverty, loneliness, rejection, and most importantly, fear of failing to speak up for what we know is right. Because our deepest longing is to live lives of authenticity—and to have the courage to live out our values. 
The Russian dissident Alexei Navalny, whose life ended this past year in a Russia prison, developed a written correspondence with Natan Sharansky. In one of his last letters to Sharansky, Navalny wrote the following: “Here, I copied you it for myself from the Passover Hagaddah: L’Shana Haba’ah B’Yerushalayim.” A shared promise of freedom passed between a Christian prisoner of conscience, soon to be murdered by Putin in his Arctic cell, and a former Soviet refusenik, free today as a Jew living in Jerusalem.
When Sharansky was asked whether courage could be taught, he paused and said this: “No. You can’t teach it. You can only show people how good it feels to be free.” This is what our ancestors did not know when they made a Golden Calf. 
On this Yom Kippur day, we come to remind ourselves that although fear is a central part of what it means to be human, it need not have the last word. Despite our fears, we are capable of meeting fear with courage. Judaism is a tradition that reminds us that freedom must always be earned. In this New Year, let us earn our freedom through the willingness to act courageously, and in doing so, may we find that our fears have been made smaller through our courage—and through our knowledge that only God should be the source of our fear.
Kein yi’he ratzon—So may it be—G’mar Hatima Tova
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